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The path from scientific discovery to societal impact is rarely linear. It requires not only 
excellent science, but also the ability to recognize unexpected opportunities, cross 
disciplinary boundaries, accept failure, and continuously redefine the destination. 
This contribution tells the story of a polymer-based biomaterial, a company, and, 
ultimately, an innovation ecosystem. It is a personal account of the extraordinary scientific 
and human legacy of Luigi “Gino” Nicolais, whose vision accompanied and shaped every 
crucial step of this journey. 
 
The story began in a laboratory in Naples, where, under Gino’s guidance, we started 
exploring biodegradable superabsorbent hydrogels, initially conceived for applications in 
diapers and personal hygiene products. What followed was a remarkable scientific and 
technological journey across apparently distant fields: from agriculture, where the 
biopolymers were investigated for the controlled release of water and nutrients in arid 
environments, to medical applications in dialysis patients, where their ability to remove 
water from the gastrointestinal tract opened an entirely new therapeutic perspective. This 
path eventually led to the development of an orally administered hydrogel acting as a 
bulking agent for weight management, and to the creation of Gelesis Inc. 
 
From its academic roots in Naples, Gelesis grew into an international company, translating 
a materials science discovery into a clinically validated technology and ultimately was 
listed at Wall Street (NYSE). Its subsequent evolution, including successes, setbacks, and 
new directions, provides a unique case study of the complex journey from lab to market 
and beyond. 
 
Yet the most important outcome of this story extends far beyond a single material, product, 
or company. Along the way, it contributed to the creation of new enterprises, 
entrepreneurial accelerators, investment initiatives, and innovative educational programs, 
including MEDTEC in Puglia, designed to educate a new generation at the intersection of 
medicine, engineering and technology. 
 
At virtually every turning point, Gino’s imprint was present: visionary yet pragmatic, 
inclusive yet transformative. He had the rare ability to recognize possibilities long before 
they became obvious, to connect science with industry, institutions, finance, and people, 
and—perhaps most importantly—to give others the confidence to pursue ambitious ideas. 
 
This journey represents more than the history of a successful technology transfer. It 
illustrates Gino Nicolais’ enduring vision of innovation: science does not reach its full 
potential when it produces only knowledge or even new products, but when it generates 
people, companies, institutions, and ecosystems capable of continuing to create impact. 
His legacy is not simply what he built, but what continues to evolve from the ideas, 
opportunities, and confidence he created expecially in young students. Perhaps this is the 
most enduring measure of scientific impact. Great scientists generate knowledge and 
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discoveries. The rarest among them create the conditions for others to transform those 
discoveries into new futures. 


